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I wish to do a Dissertation in the academic year 1999-2000. 


Name. Course. 

In no more than 500 words, please outline the topic of your Dissertation and the methods you 
intend to use on order to complete this work. 


Mauritian Women: Conflicting feminine identities in a multicultural society. 

PROBLEMATIC: 

Has the development of feminine identities in Mauritius been a homogeneous and egalitarian process, or 
have these identities been fixed and polarised through the channels of/upon differences in ethnicity, literacy 
and class? 

BACKGROUND 

Mauritius achieved independence from Britain 30 years ago and is still in the process of nation building. 

As a result of two subsequent colonial occupations : French and British, it is a multicultural community 
composed of Hindus, Muslims, Chinese, white people of colonial descent, and Mauritian Creoles (black 
people). 

ARGUMENT 

-National identity or 'Mauritianism* has been negotiated against the preservation of patriarchal values of 
some ethnic groups. While avoiding ethnic friction this has created different and hierarchical femininities. 
-I will show how the development of the woman has not been uniform. Patriarchal values have fixed 
particular femininities upon Mauritian women based on literacy, class, and ethnic difference thus 
empowering certain strata of women over others. 

-Spaces of expression have been limited for some women more than for others. I will consider channels 
like: educational discrimination(elitism), sexuality, the right to vote, the work environment 
(discrimination), and finally the specificity of discourses through which particular ethnic groups are hailed, 
especially through local media. 

EXAMPLE 

(1970’s-80’s)Rural Hindu women, illiterate in French and English were less exposed to western discourses 
on femininity available through European and American films etc. than white women. Rather they were 
hailed by discourses from early Indian popular films reiterating images of the Indian woman as housewife, 
as preserver of religious and family values, and as subservient to the husband. 

METHODS 

-theoretical basis: Postcolonial Feminism and Postfeminism. Particularly the works of Sandra Harding, 
G.C. Spivak, Minh-Ha Trinh, and Chilla Bulbeck. 

-Substantial research will be done in Mauritius during the three months of summer vacation, 
-questionnaires will be circulated in three elite girl grammar schools in Mauritius as well as in other schools 
of lesser reputation, and finally in the University of Mauritius. 

-1 shall gather audio or audio-visual material :TV programmes, local and imported productions, 

- interviews with Mauritian intellectuals will be arranged: 

Jean-Claude Lau Thi Keng: Mauritian sociologist 

Shakuntala Boolell: lecturer in Humanities at the University of Mauritius with an interest in Feminist 
theory. Her publications include a compilation of literary criticism on Mauritian author Loys Masson, as 
well as a novel: La femme envelopee literally "the wrapped woman" which focuses on the condition on 
the Hindu woman in Mauritius. 

These are people whom I have had the chance to interview before. 

-1 will try interviewing key figures of the Mauritius Women's Association. 


NB. Acceptance to do a Dissertation depends on this proposal and post academic record. 
The decision of the Department in this matter is final. 

Dissertation supervisors will be allocated by the Department. 
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Mauritian Women: Conflicting feminine identities in a multicultural society. 
Tentative Question: 

Has the development of feminine identities in Mauritius been a homogeneous and 
egalitarian process, or have these identities been fixed and polarised by the factors of 
ethnicity, literacy and class? 


I propose to analyse the rise of different femininities and the inequality in the political 
status of women from particular ethnic groups and particular classes in Mauritius. This 
has been swept under the carpet by the wider issue of nation building. I shall argue that 
the arbitrary notion of national identity or ‘Mauritianism’ has been negotiated under the 
preservation of patriarchal values of the different ethnic groups comprising Mauritius. 
This has been done in order not to create ethnic friction but at the same time it has had 
direct repercussions. 

Particular femininities have been fixed into Mauritian women through the specific 
discourses, education and the language barrier. 

Hindu women for example during the first decades of independence were relatively 
illiterate in French and English and thus were not exposed to certain western images of 
femininity available through magazines, European and American films etc. Rather they 
were exposed to the images of Indian women from early Hindi Indian films which 
reiterated a very patriarchal image of the Indian mother and housewife, preserver of 
religious values, the family and subservience to the husband. 
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Books: La femme envelopee. by Shakuntala Boollel. 

I will also be gathering audio or audiovisual material in the form of TV programmes, 
local and imported productions, interviews with a few Mauritian intellectuals, namely a 
Mauritian sociologist Jean Claude Lau Thi Keng, a former political activist Dev 
Virahsawmy,Shakuntala Hardowar, a lecturer in Humanities at the University of 
Mauritius with an interest in Feminist theory who has published a certain amount of 
literature, namely a compilation of literary critiscism on Mauritian author Loys Masson, 
as well as a novel: " La femme enveloppee"; the wrapped woman which focusses on the 
condition on the hindu woman in Mauritius. 






These are people whom I have had the chance to interview when I was in the final years 
of secondary school, namely through projects : " Nation building in Mauritius" as well as 
a major dossier published in the annual College magazine "Spiritus" on the same topic of 
ethnicity, minorities and nation building. 


The dissertation I propose to do will focus on the status of women in the postcolonial 
society after thirty years of nation building in Mauritius. I will show how the 
development of the woman has not been a uniform thing but has created polarised or at 
least very different and distinct feminine identities upon the basis of literacy, class and 
ethnicity. Thus the so-called independence of the new Mauritian women is only a 
minority. 

I will specifically focus, amongst others, on the Hindu woman. I will look at different 
ways in which she has been addressed by discourses such as Indian movies and I will 
examine whether or not these addresses have progressed at all after three decades of 
development. 
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The dissertation I propose to do will focus on the status of women in the postcolonial 
society after thirty years of nation building in Mauritius. I will show how the 
development of the woman has not been a uniform thing but has created polarised or at 
least very different and distinct feminine identities upon the basis of literacy, class and 
ethnicity. Thus the so-called independence of the new Mauritian women is only a 
minority. 

I will specifically focus, amongst others, on the Hindu woman. I will look at different 
ways in which she has been addressed by discourses such as Indian movies and I will 
examine whether or not these addresses have progressed at all after three decades of 
development. 

Readings: 

Books: 

Boolell, Shakuntala: La femme envelopee. 

Spivak, Gayatri Chakravorty 

Harding, Sandra G.: Is science multicultural?: Postcolonialisms. Feminisms, and 
epistemologies 

Trinh T, Minh-Ha.: Woman , native, other: writing postcoloniality and feminism. 

Carter, Sabrina: 

Eriksen, Thomas Hylland. 

Bulbeck, Chilla: Re-orienting Western Feminisms. 

John, Mary E.: Discrepant Dislocations 





